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ral Histories represent the recollections
and opinions of the person interviewed,
and not the official position of MORS.
Omissions and errors in fact are corrected when
possible, but every effort is made to present the
interviewee’s own words.
Mrs. Jerene Thomas is the wife of the
late Clayton J. Thomas, FS, MORS President
from 1973 to 1974. The MORS Clayton
Thomas Award was established in his
honor in 1998. An oral history interview of
Clayton Thomas was published in Military
Operations Research, Volume 4, Number 2,
1999. This interview was conducted on
April 8, 2015 with Mrs. Jerene Thomas and
Dr. Bob Sheldon, FS in Ashburn, Virginia
and Mr. Jim Bexfield, FS, participating via
telephone. Mrs. Sherry Watkins, Mrs. Tho-
mas’s oldest daughter, assisted in editing
and has added some of her own insightful
comments.
Bob Sheldon: This is Wednesday, April 8,
2015, and we’re here to interview Jerene
Thomas, wife of the late Clayton Thomas,
FS. Jerene, could you first of all tell us where
you were born and raised?
Jerene Thomas: I was born in a little town
in Missouri called Amity, about 25 miles
fromSt. Joseph.At the time, itwas a thriving
place. As I grew older, the population was
101. The last time I went back to visit, it
was down to 44. My grandparents had
a wonderful house and five acres of land
across the street from theMethodist church.
It was ‘‘the Church’’—everyone in the Am-
ity area went to the Methodist church.
My mother got very angry when I
told her Clayton and I were going to
get married in Chicago. She said, ‘‘For
years all the women in the church would
come to our house to get dressed for
their wedding and then go across the
street. And now you’re going to get mar-
ried in Chicago!’’ And I said, ‘‘That’s
where he is.’’
Bob Sheldon: Where did you go to ele-
mentary and high school? Was it in Amity?
Jerene Thomas: Yes. I remember my
graduating class in particular. There were
13 students—three girls and 10 boys. That’s
a pretty good percentage!
The regret of my life was the year I got
into high school. They had always taught
Latin and I was looking forward to that so
much. Instead, they put me in Farm
Management—Poland China pigs, Jersey
cows. I didn’t care about cows and pigs! I
wanted Latin. Clayton, bless his heart—I
told him about that one time and he started
sendingme notes in Latin. He was so sweet.
Bob Sheldon: Tell us where you went to
college.
Jerene Thomas: That was at St. Joseph
Junior College (nowMissouri Western State
University) in St. Joseph, Missouri. (Editor’s
note: The Thomas family established a memorial
scholarship fund at Missouri Western State
University in Clayton’s name after he died. An-
nually now it awards a promising student
a scholarship in science or math.) My stepfa-
ther andmother lived in St. Joe so I could at-
tend the college. They had some wonderful
professors, mostly people who had retired
from more lucrative positions, but were de-
voted to teaching. I had a social studies and
an English professor who were absolutely
phenomenal.
I met Clayton there; it must have been
about 1939. We were married in 1942. He
was in my psychology class. It was a class
of about 98, because this was a fairly large
college. All through the first semester, I kept
noticing that every time we had a test,
somebody got a 100; I only got a 98. The pro-
fessor, who was the dearest lady, said, ‘‘I
think it would be a good idea for you to
meet someone in the class who shares your
interest in things.’’ So she introduced us.
It was really funny. The school did not
have its own library. But the schoolwas only
about two blocks from the public library
in St. Joseph, which was good. Clayton
was working as a page in the public
library.
Bob Sheldon:What all did Clayton do as
a page?
Jerene Thomas: One of his major respon-
sibilities was putting books that had been
returned in the proper places on the shelves.
Another was opening packages of new
books (which he loved) and putting them
on display or on the shelves. He and the
other pages also ran errands for the librar-
ians and did other small odd jobs such as
repairing damaged books (only the less
valuable ones; the ‘‘real’’ librarians liked
to do anything very major).
Sherry Watkins: One of Dad’s favorite
stories was how he got so bored working
at the library that, to challenge himself,
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with his left hand (his nondominant hand) so
he could prove to himself how to become
ambidextrous.
Jerene Thomas: Before I knew him, I had
formed the habit of going to the library after
school to study. Clayton began to get in trouble
with the administrator of the library because I
was working at a table upstairs, and somehow
he was always putting away books on the sec-
ond floor and would wander by. He waited
a long time to ask me for a date. At that time I
was very interested in all kinds of things, and
I loved to dance. Clayton didn’t dance; he did
not think it was appropriate. I was going to dan-
ces with other guys. They would ask me out to
do all kinds of things. I kept thinking, ‘‘I like
him. He’s so nice. Why doesn’t he ever ask me
out?’’ It turns out he was looking for something
intellectually challenging to take me to. What
we finally ended up going to on our first date
was a movie about Queen Elizabeth. So he
thought that was sufficiently challenging. He
was so sweet. He helped me with physics,
which was not my favorite subject, and math
problems.
He won a scholarship to the University of
Chicago. They didn’t give SATs in those days.
But they gave a similar national examination
that helped you get into college. One day, the
psychology professor called Clayton and me in
and said she wanted to tell us that we both
did very well on both the math part and the En-
glish part of the exam. In fact, she said that out
of the whole country, there were only 20 people
who had the same score that he did. In fact,
there was somebody else from our school who
also had a perfect score. And Clayton said,
‘‘Who is he?’’ The professor didn’t say ‘‘he’’ (I
was the one with that score) and I thought
‘‘Oh dear. Clayton must be a chauvinist!’’
[laughing] We finally got that straightened out.
Then he got a scholarship to the University of
Chicago. And the next year, I got a scholarship
to Chicago; he was a year ahead of me in school.
Jim Bexfield: Why did Clayton think that
dancing wasn’t appropriate?
Jerene Thomas: I don’t know why. But he did
learn. After he asked me to marry him, I said,
‘‘Only if you learn to dance.’’ So he went to
dancing school. He was a little shy. Finally, we
were at the university and he said ‘‘What are
you doing Saturday night?’’ He had never asked
me to go dancing and we would just go out to
dinner or something. And he said, ‘‘Ahem,
somebody I knowwould like to go dancingwith
you.’’ And I said, ‘‘Oh, who is he?’’ [laughing] So
then we went dancing. We danced and danced
and danced.
Bob Sheldon: That was the era of swing. Did
you do the swing dances?
Jerene Thomas: We did a lot of swing. We
both loved waltzes. He had been through an en-
tire dance course. He danced better than I did,
and I had danced a lot. The funny thingwas that
neither one of us had a car in college, so we had
to walk blocks to get to the dance hall where
they had the dances for the college kids. We
would walk for blocks and blocks and then
dance for five hours at a time, and then walk
blocks and blocks to get back home.
Bob Sheldon:Whatyeardidyougo toChicago?
Jerene Thomas: I went there in 1941 after two
years at St. Joseph Junior College.
When I got the scholarship to Chicago, I had
already enrolled in the University of Missouri. I
had a scholarship there too. The head of the Psy-
chology Department was giving me a job and
they started classes early in the fall, so I was al-
ready in class. Then the Chicago scholarship
came through, and I called Clayton and asked
him what I should do. He said, ‘‘There’s no
question. You come to Chicago.’’ At that time,
it was unheard of for a young person to go off
to a college without a specific goal. But my
mother had great confidence in Clayton. She
said, ‘‘Well, I don’t like the idea of your just go-
ing off to Chicago, where you don’t know any-
body, but I have a lot of confidence in that
young man of yours.’’
So they sent me off to Chicago on the train. I
had a trunk full of my belongings, and I had no
idea where I was going to stay, or what I was go-
ing to do. (When I think of what we went
through, trying to get our kids into the right col-
lege!) But I knew the University of Chicago was
the right one because it had classes that were re-
ally good. I arrived and I had no place to stay
that night. And I thought, ‘‘Well, I can sleep in
this train station.’’ But we went to the school
housing office andwewalked all over with a list
of possible houses to visit, because there were
a lot of people around the campus who rented
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one or two rooms. I couldn’t afford a dormitory;
my goodness, that was so expensive. We finally
found a very nice family who had a daughter at
the university. She and I ended up being best
friends. So it was very nice. I moved in that
night.
Bob Sheldon:Whatwasyourmajor inChicago?
Jerene Thomas: I had two majors when I
started at the University of Chicago. I loved
English—the literature and everything. And I
was really fascinatedwith psychology. I thought
I would be a psychiatrist, but I got married in-
stead. (After the war interrupted my studies at
the University of Chicago, I ended up transfer-
ring my credits to Roosevelt University in Chi-
cago and graduated from Roosevelt University
with a major in history and psychology.)
Of course Clayton was so perfect in his clas-
ses and everything. The only class I ever had
trouble with was economics; I did not like eco-
nomics at all. Clayton would come over every
night. Fortunately, the landlady liked him too.
We would work ourselves to death on the eco-
nomics, because I just couldn’t see much point
in it. But thanks to Clayton, I got through with
an A.
Bob Sheldon: So you and Clayton both went
to Chicago and then you got married?
Jerene Thomas: Yes, we got married in Sep-
tember 1942. In the spring of 1942 after I went
to Chicago, he finished his undergraduate stud-
ies and joined the US Army Air Force. Luckily
for me the Air Force had a training program
for weathermen on the campus. (Editor’s note:
At the beginning of World War II, there was a short-
age of meteorologists needed to support Air Force op-
erations around the world, so the Air Force set up
three levels of college study—A, B, and C—A being
the highest, and the University of Chicago was the
only ‘‘A’’ school.) So Clayton took the training
for that. I remember he was so shy when he first
got a uniform. I said, ‘‘I’m dying to see you in
your uniform.’’ So I nagged him, and finally
he did wear it. It was wonderful going to
school there because the lake was there. (Lake
Michigan was less than a mile from the Univer-
sity of Chicago.) He didn’t have any money and
I didn’t have any money. The Museum of Sci-
ence and Industry (less than a mile from the
University of Chicago) was there and we spent
a lot of time looking at the various exhibits.
Bob Sheldon: How was Clayton’s weather
training at Chicago?
Jerene Thomas: He had terribly long hours.
He told me a funny story. After he graduated
from his weather training, his group was sent
to New Orleans before being shipped down to
Ecuador. He said that the sergeant came around
and asked everyone, ‘‘What do you know?’’
Several said, ‘‘I studied this’’ or ‘‘I studied that.’’
And Clayton said, ‘‘I was in a lot of math clas-
ses.’’ And the guy said, ‘‘Oh yes, we need some-
body to count cots. Your job is to count the cots
every day.’’ [laughing]
He wrote the most beautiful letters, from
the time he first went to the University of Chi-
cago through the rest of his life, and I treasured
them.
Bob Sheldon: Let me back up and ask you
about the circumstances when you got married?
Jerene Thomas:We knew that Clayton would
be graduating from the weather training and
was getting orders to go overseas. We had been
thinking about waiting until he got a doctor’s
degree, but no way. In those days, you never
waited. So in the summer of 1942 we decided
that we were going to be married in September.
I needed awedding dress, but wewere very
poor. So Iwent home toMissouri inAugust 1942
and saw my grandmother, who helped raised
me. My grandmother could sew anything in
the world. She made me coats, suits, prom dres-
ses, everything.
I was the luckiest girl in the whole Univer-
sity of Chicago because I worked at Marshall
Field’s, an elite Chicago department store, as
part of my scholarship (we might call it an in-
ternship today). This was the first time the store
had ever employed scholarship kids. There
were 30 of us. And all the people who worked
there were so pleasant and interested in us.
The store vice president was very interested in
us and wanted to see our grades.
Wewere all very poor, of course. The people
who worked in the store restaurant told us they
always threw the food out at the end of the
day—theydidn’t keep it,which I thoughtwas a ter-
rible waste. On Monday nights, we could go in
and ask, ‘‘What’s left over?’’ And they fed us
all of the leftovers and it didn’t cost us very
much money. We didn’t get a lunch hour. We
worked eight hours and we had two 15-minute
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breaks.We alwaysmanaged to find plenty to eat
at the time, because all the people in Marshall
Field’s were so good to us.
Anyway, because of working at Marshall
Field’s, I had a golden opportunity to tell my
friends who were clerks there, ‘‘Well, I have
a big event coming up and I need some mate-
rial’’ and they would knock themselves out get-
ting it for me.
As I said, I went toMissouri in August 1942.
I had planned to go home for vacation anyway. I
got beautiful material to take with me. I hadn’t
told my family that Clayton and I were getting
married the next week. When I got to Missouri,
I toldmy grandmother, ‘‘I have this lovelymate-
rial for a dress. Can youmake it?’’ And she said,
‘‘Oh, I’ll wait until you get back in school and I’ll
make it for you.’’ (She had my measurements
and everything.) I said, ‘‘You can’t do that! I
can’t get married if we wait, and I want you to
make my wedding dress!’’ They had always ex-
pected I’d get married in the church across the
street, but that didn’t happen.
Our wedding was very small because there
wasn’t any time for us to have a big wedding.
As I said, my mother and grandmother were re-
ally upset about that.
Bob Sheldon: When did you get married?
Jerene Thomas: September 6, 1942.
Bob Sheldon: Where did you have the
wedding?
Jerene Thomas:A chapel on the campus. For-
tunately, we had met a very nice minister. We
had a long talk with him, and he officiated.
The only people who came to the wedding were
our friends and some of themilitary fellows that
Clayton had met. But then his mom and dad
came right after Christmas.
Clayton had to leavewith theArmy right af-
ter we got married. He got home for our first
Christmas as amarried couple. Andmy brother,
who had enlisted in the Navy, was training at
Great Lakes, so he got Christmas off. I cooked
my first Christmas dinner for the two men,
which was really fun.
You know what Clayton was like; in spite of
all the things he had to learn in the weather clas-
ses, and there were a lot of them, he was always
working problems. This was his idea of fun—we
kind of enjoyed it—there was a cryptography
magazine and he decided one weekend that we
would go through the entire magazine from the
simple to the hard. The two of us worked and
worked and worked. But we got through the
whole magazine. That was fun.
Sherry Watkins: I remember that Dad kept
up this interest in cryptography andwas always
teaching me things about it. When I was about
seven years old, one Sunday we had been to
the planetarium in Chicago and when we came
home hewas teachingme how to solve a crypto-
gram. Dad gave us both names—he was ‘‘Adas-
tra’’ and he gave me the name of ‘‘Abadastra.’’ I
do not recall exactly what Abadastra means, but
Ad astra is a Latin phrase meaning ‘‘to the
stars.’’ Interestingly, according to the Wikipedia
webpage, ‘‘Ad astra is used as, or as part of, the
motto of many organizations, most promi-
nently, many air forces.’’ So even in his leisure
hours, Dad was always thinking about the Air
Force!
Bob Sheldon: Did Clayton get picked for the
weather service because of his mathematical
skills?
Jerene Thomas: Yes. There were several peo-
ple in his math classes who got assigned to the
weather service. Fortunately for him and me,
he didn’t get sent to Europe. He was sent to
Ecuador. They had some interesting times down
there. A lot of the weather service consisted of
explaining to the pilots and others, ‘‘This is
what’s going to happen.’’ It was an educational
experience in teaching.
Bob Sheldon:Did Clayton tell you any stories
about what happened in Ecuador?
Jerene Thomas: He was always telling me
stories about how, although everyone was sup-
posed to speak English, their knowledge was
somewhat limited. One was about the food.
You had to be very careful when you ordered
food, because what you said often bore little re-
semblance to what you were fed. And then he
was in heaven because he played the piano
and he realized the piano was very similar to
the organ. He discovered there was this little
church where he could go and practice the or-
gan. He loved that. Well, they wanted him to
play for their church service. But, unfortunately,
he couldn’t get leave to go on Sunday morning
to play for the service. Our great-granddaughter
Christine—she’s in college now—Christine
loves to play the piano, and she plays the organ.
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She plays for weddings. A few years ago, she
said, ‘‘I have this terrible problem about col-
lege.’’ I said, ‘‘What is it about?’’ She said, ‘‘Well,
I want to major in math, but I also need to take
more time for the organ.’’ So she said, ‘‘I’m just
going tomajor inmath and organ.’’ And she did.
You know, of our 12 grandchildren and four
great grandchildren, two of them wanted to
pursue education or careers in math. Our oldest
grandson, Craig, also wanted to study math. He
ended up getting a double master’s degree in
math and computer science. He is working
now at King Abdullah’s University for Science
and Technology. He says this is a graduate-level
research university in Saudi Arabia. I asked
what his title is. he is a senior computational
scientist. He has been there since 2010 and in
2014 they put an article about software that he
developed on the front page of the university
scientific paper.
Bob Sheldon: Did you stay in the apartment
in Chicago while Clayton was in Ecuador?
Jerene Thomas:No.After Iworked for awhile
in Marshall Field’s . oh, this is a funny thing.
All the men were being drafted. So I went from
being a run-of-the-mill helper to, by the time I
left, being assistant manager of the credit de-
partment for Marshall Field’s. I had two desks.
I had two people working for me. But I was
still making the amount of money that I made
when I was running around picking up charge
accounts.
We had decided we wanted a baby, and
when he got home at Christmas, I got pregnant.
Then I moved back to St. Joseph. My family and
his family were there. And if ever there was
a baby doted on . Clayton got home when
Sherry was born. I don’t know how hemanaged
it. He tried and tried and didn’t think he could
get here; he got home three days before she
was born in October 1943 and had a 10-day fur-
lough. And then he didn’t see her again until
she was almost 18 months old.
By then the war was drawing to an end and
he was stationed in Texas. He went down there
and he found a place for us to live. And I took
Sherry and went to Texas. I had a few shocks
in Texas, because Missouri is not very infested
with insects. I was surprised by the number
there were in Texas. We had Sherry’s crib sitting
in pools of DDT. We didn’t have a car, so Sherry
and I had to walk two miles to a grocery store.
And then, poor little kid, she was a toddler,
and she couldn’t carry anything. We would just
stagger getting home. But then Imet some Texas
people who were charming, very friendly, gener-
ous. This one lady in particular was shocked—
she said, ‘‘Why doesn’t Clayton get you
a car?’’ I said, ‘‘He can’t find a car anywhere.’’
So she said, ‘‘Well, I’ll take you shopping.’’ She
wore—I’ll never forget this—shewore very sheer
blouses, and she carried a roll of twenty dollar
bills tucked in her sheer blouse. And you could
see the roll of bills. Moneymeant nothing. They
had found a couple of oil wells on their prop-
erty. One day, I was over at her house, and
her boys, who were 14 and 16, were scuffling
around in the bedroom. And she said with
a wonderful southern accent, ‘‘I want you boys
to get out of that room and stop messin’
around. Don’t you know that’s your daddy’s
dynamite?’’ They had mattresses and they
were on the dynamite boxes.
Bob Sheldon:What part of Texas was that in?
Jerene Thomas: Near San Antonio, there’s
a little town called Del Rio. There was an airport
there, and Clayton had to go there and work on
the weather.
Bob Sheldon: Were you in Del Rio when the
war ended?
Jerene Thomas: We were not in Texas very
long. What happened was, he was transferred
to some university in middle Illinois. So we
moved from Texas to Illinois. The war was still
in progress. But they were disbanding troops—
doing things like that. So he was there until his
time was terminated. I went back to Missouri to
live with my family. Oh my gosh, how we cele-
bratedwhen finally he got home for his birthday
in October, but it seemed like a long time after
we left Texas.
Then he went back to the University of Chi-
cago in January 1946 and started on his mas-
ter’s. It was very hard to find a place to live.
The university built some prefabricated houses
for veterans, so he got on the waiting list for
one—a typical story of a University of Chicago
student. The little prefab we had was very
nice—a living room, two bedrooms, a bathroom,
and kitchen. It was heated by an oil stove. I
didn’t know much about oil stoves. So it was
kind of chilly and I turned the stove up and it
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got very hot, very red, and I thought, ‘‘Oh my
gosh, I’m going to burn the house down!’’ So I
rushed out to look for help. We didn’t have
a phone, of course. There was a student,
a young man walking toward the university,
which was at the end of the street—the houses
were built on gravel roads. And I said, ‘‘Oh, I
think my house is burning down. Can you help
me?’’ He looked at me and he said, ‘‘I’m al-
ready late for class.’’ and went on walking.
And I thought, ‘‘Typical University of Chicago
student.’’ [laughing]
Clayton also got a job. He worked as an au-
ditor in a hotel, and he worked at night so he
could take classes. And then he started teaching
some classes too. There was one time he couldn’t
get to his class and I went.
Bob Sheldon: So youwere a substitute teacher
for him?
Jerene Thomas: Yes. I never said my name,
and he never said my name. But on the way
out, one of the students said, ‘‘How can we
get her all the time? She’s better looking than
Mr. Thomas.’’ [laughing] Clayton said that was
highly insulting.
Bob Sheldon: What class was that?
Jerene Thomas: The class dealt with loga-
rithms. I worked like a dog to get all the back-
ground in case somebody asked me a question.
Nobody asked me anything. I was worried,
‘‘What if they ask me a question? I won’t know
the answer.’’ But I did it, and it was fun.
A couple of other things about Clayton. He
was a wonderful father. He always wanted ev-
erything for his kids. And he really believed in
exposing them to music. When Sherry was very
little, we played records: Wagner and Puccini
and all classical music. At night when she went
to bed, he played records for her. And he would
make up songs. One night he made up words
about how ‘‘we must brush our teeth’’ to the
tune of a Beethoven Symphony! I think it really
added to her enjoyment of music so much.
He really had a passion for classical music.
When we were scholarship students at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, I used to save all my change
to buy him records—Bach, Beethoven, Mozart.
After we were married (and a bit more affluent)
he got season tickets for us to the National Sym-
phony Orchestra and theWashington Ballet. We
never missed one.
Bob Sheldon:How long did it take for Clayton
to finish his master’s degree in Chicago?
Jerene Thomas:Hefinished the next spring—I
don’t know whether it was a year plus. But it
didn’t take long.
Bob Sheldon:Did he do some doctoral studies
as well?
Jerene Thomas:He had planned to but he got
so involved with his work. In 1947, Clayton
started on Project CHORE—which meant Chi-
cago Ordnance Research. And a few years after
that he met Walt Deemer, who ultimately
brought Clayton to the Pentagon in 1955 to the
Air ForceOperations Analysis (OA) Office.Walt
talked Clayton into coming to Washington and
meeting everybody in OA, and Walt really put
the pressure on Clayton. Walt was a great guy.
But I’m telling you, he wasn’t going to let
Clayton get away. So Clayton came home one
day in 1955 and said, ‘‘How would you like to
go to Washington?’’ I said, ‘‘No. I don’t want to
go toWashington. It’s hot there.’’ He said, ‘‘Well,
there is a way to deal with that.’’ So he went to
Washington and got us a house with a built-in
window fan! He was always worried, ‘‘Are you
sure you like this? Is this OK?’’ I said, ‘‘It’s great!
It’s great!’’ From then on, he was involved with
the Pentagon and all the things they did.
Bob Sheldon: When did Clayton get polio?
Jerene Thomas: It was in October 1950. In the
whole city of Chicago, it seemed as if he was
one of the very few at that time who had polio.
(Editor’s note: The major polio epidemic in the 1950s
reached its peak in 1952.) So he got a lot of attention.
Initially, they didn’t recognize it was polio.
He had a version known as bulbar polio, which
affected his vocal cords. The doctor actually
came to the house and did a spinal tap. Some-
body said afterward, ‘‘You never give a spinal
tap when you’re not in a hospital.’’ Well, this
doctor did. I think I was doing something to
help the doctor with the spinal tap, though I
am not positive. I was in the room, trying to ap-
pear very calm. Poor guy, he was really suffer-
ing. So they took him to the hospital, and he
was in isolation.
Sherry Watkins: I remember asking Dad
years later how he coped, lying in isolation in
the iron lung for a couple of months; and his an-
swer was that he never stopped thinking about
themath problems hewasworking on at his job.
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Jerene Thomas: I remember how hard it was
for me. The Cook County Hospital was far
away. We lived in Park Forest, Illinois, which
was a little suburb about 30 miles south of the
city. You got back and forth on the Illinois Cen-
tral Railroad. But I was determined I was going
to see him. So I rode the train, and then I got
a bus that went to the hospital. When I got to
the hospital, I was only allowed to see him for
10 minutes. The paralysis had affected his
throat. For a while he could not speak at all,
and his voice was never the same afterward. Be-
fore polio, he had a lovely baritone voice. After
polio, he was not sure he could even go back to
work. He was working for the University of
Chicago’s Institute for Air Weapons Research
(IAWR), housed in the Museum of Science and
Industry on the upper floor. He said a lot of guys
at work smoked, and he wasn’t supposed to be
around any smoke or anything. Somehow, he
ended up going back to work because the peo-
ple in his immediate office stopped smoking,
which I thought was really nice. He needed to
be so careful of everything. We didn’t go any-
where or do anything at all. But he kept getting
stronger and stronger. He never let it bother him
that he couldn’t do some things.
Sherry Watkins: I remember that when Dad
went back to work at IAWR, he took me with
him on weekends. I loved going to all the Mu-
seum of Science and Industry exhibits, and
Dad would take me to his office, which was in
the same building. I could not understand what
all the fuss was about the theorems and equa-
tions that covered his blackboard, and try as
he might, he could not make me see the value
of them! I actually told Mom that I thought
Dad was just ‘‘frittering away his time’’ when
we went to work—a statement that Dad never
let me forget, he thought it was hilarious!
Bob Sheldon: How long was Clayton in the
hospital?
Jerene Thomas: He went into the hospital on
his birthday, October 29, 1950, and got out just
a couple of days before Christmas. I got to know
the doctors and the nurses quite well. I made the
trip every day. I would leave the house about
nine o’clock in the morning and get home about
eight o’clock at night. They had a big snow-
storm. I’ve never forgotten, there were a bunch
of Hispanic people on the bus. It was packed. I
was standing; they were all standing. And there
was Spanish all aroundme. And I thought, ‘‘Oh,
if I only spoke Spanish, it would be so good.’’
But they were very friendly.
I was very proud of mymother, because she
was deathly afraid of illness of every kind. But
when she found out that I was worried that I
couldn’t get to the hospital because there was
no one to stay with Sherry, who was only seven
years old, she called and said, ‘‘I’m coming.’’ I
said, ‘‘I can’t say that we’re not contagious.’’
She said, ‘‘It doesn’t matter. I’m coming.’’ And
she came and stayed the whole time that
Clayton was in the hospital. It was very brave
of her, because she really was petrified of any
illness.
Sherry Watkins: I remember this incident
very vividly. I was seven years old. Dad had
choked on a piece of popcorn on the night of
his birthday (October 29, 1950) when he and
Mom and I were at the next door neighbor’s
house. We came home, Mom called the doctor
whomade the house call and ordered the spinal
tap at the house, and the ambulance took Dad to
the hospital within just a few hours of the time
he choked. Dad never ate another piece of pop-
corn his whole life. And I was quarantined and
not allowed to go back to school for a couple of
months until he was declared ‘‘cured.’’
Bob Sheldon: What did Clayton do after he
got out of the hospital?
Jerene Thomas: He stayed in Chicago for
a while working. He worked from home, and
then hewent back to his office. ButWalt Deemer
never gave up. He kept telling Clayton, ‘‘Why
don’t you come to DC? I’ve got an interesting
problem here.’’ So Clayton ended up coming
to DC.
Clayton was in seventh heaven because all
his colleagues in the Pentagon were focused
the way he was on what they were doing.
Bob Sheldon:Clayton liked to talk about your
involvement in the student exchange program
and he loved having the students come to your
house. How did you get involved in that?
Jerene Thomas:Actually, I was very involved
with the Girl Scouts because Sherry was a Girl
Scout. I was a troop leader and I directed a sum-
mer camp for the Girl Scouts. And I was on
a whole bunch of committees and everything.
I liked the kids. They were a lot of fun to work
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with. Then I went to this committee meeting in
Washington that dealt with international as-
pects of Girl Scouts. I mentioned to a lady on
the committee, ‘‘It would be so much fun if the
Girl Scouts could go abroad somewhere.’’ And
she said, ‘‘Let me tell you about this exchange
program.’’ So I went home and asked Clayton
and Sherry if they thought it would be interest-
ing. Sherry was fascinated. She had also heard
about this American Field Service program
from her English and French teachers, and
Clayton was always interested in languages.
(When he was in Ecuador, he taught himself
elements of 11 different languages, by reading
the Bible—one of the few books available to
him there—in 11 different languages.)
We had our first French student, Martine, in
the fall of 1959 through the summer of 1960. She
went to high school with Sherry; she was a se-
nior when Sherry was a junior. And she was
a darling girl. I always told her if she hadn’t
been such a sweetheart, I would have savedmy-
self years of work! At the end of her year here,
Martine was asked, ‘‘What do you think about
your host family?’’ And she said, ‘‘Mom is very,
very active and she’s involved in the PTA and
Girl Scouts, and you ought to get her as a volun-
teer.’’ Well, that was 55 years ago and I still vol-
unteer for American Field Service! The next
year, because we enjoyed it so much, we had
a girl from Finland named Birgitta (we called
her Gitta). It has been great fun. The kids have
come and gone. Whenever a kid had trouble
adjusting to their family, they came to our family.
Interestingly enough, both Martine and
Gitta have been back to the US to visit a number
of times. Sherry has visited both of them in their
homes in France and Finland also. When
Clayton went to France, the French girl’s family
had a chateau, and they had him come over to
the chateau. They had all the family with ‘‘Wel-
come Daddy’’ signs. He really had a lot of fun
with that. He also went to a conference in Fin-
land one year. This last summer, in 2014 Sherry
spent two weeks in Finland with Gitta. We’ve
had kids from all over, but these are the two
who had the most impact on the family.
Clayton was wonderful, driving them pla-
ces and doing things for them. And when he
went abroad, he would visit them. He also vis-
ited our Dutch daughter and Austrian and
Italian students. He was very proud of himself
because in Milan, Italy he went to an Italian
storewhere no one spoke English and he bought
me a beautiful pair of gloves, and he spoke all in
Italian. He said, ‘‘I never said a word of English.
Do they fit?’’ And I said, ‘‘Oh, they’re wonder-
ful.’’ So that was fun for him.
Bob Sheldon: I know that a lot of the stuff that
Clayton worked on in the Pentagon was classi-
fied, so he probably couldn’t talk about it much
at home.
Jerene Thomas: He was so careful about that.
I only heard about a couple of committees he
was on at his funeral. I knew he traveled some-
times. I knew he had meetings sometimes. But
he was just absolutely security conscious—he
never discussed work. He was very conscien-
tious about always keeping his own counsel. I
was just very surprised when somebody told
me, ‘‘Oh yes, we were on that committee.’’ I
said, ‘‘He was?’’
Bob Sheldon: Did Clayton talk much about
his MORS activities?
Jerene Thomas: Well, some things I would
know about. I think he kind of spoke a different
languagewith you and Jim and others inMORS,
which I wasn’t really competent to handle. But
oh, he loved MORS. He really got a lot of intel-
lectual stimulation from people like you that
he worked with. Not everybody is intellectually
stimulating. It’s important for a mind like his to
be able to have communication with others.
Jim Bexfield: What do you recall were favor-
ite vacations or trips with Clayton?
Jerene Thomas: Well, our weeks at the beach
in the spring and fall every year were sacro-
sanct. It was the one place he actually relaxed.
And he just loved going out on the porch and
reading and gazing at the waves. I think one
of the things he loved best was they didn’t have
a telephone there. It was very peaceful. For
other vacations, he always made a plan. For ex-
ample, often we would go and stay in the town
of a favorite author. Sometimes we went places
the kids were interested in. We went to the Bas-
ketball Hall of Fame, the Indianapolis Speed-
way, the Air Force Academy. He would have it
all planned out. ‘‘This is what we’re going to
do. These are the things we’re going to see.’’
And it always worked out really well. A lot of
our vacations were centered on our children,
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giving them a chance to get different experiences
and see a little bit of the world. I still remember
when we went out to the Rockies one time, and
he was very concerned. We didn’t get to the
mountains. We stayed in a motel. And the next
morning, hewas very anxious to get us all up be-
fore sunrise because hewanted the kids to see the
sunrise over the mountains. It was lovely.
Jim Bexfield: Could you comment about
Clayton’s lunches you made for him?
Jerene Thomas: He was a fanatic about
healthy foods. He loved carrots. So I would fix
them. Sometimes he would take brown bread
and butter, or once in a while, I could put in
an apple. But his staple food was carrot sticks.
He loved having those. He said, ‘‘I can keep
on doing what I’m doing and eat carrot sticks.’’
Jim Bexfield: Clayton must have gone to bed
early, because he always got to the Pentagon early.
Jerene Thomas: Yes. He didn’t mind staying
up late to go to the symphony, but otherwise
he would have dinner and read for a little while,
and then aim for bed, because he got up so early
in the morning.
I always love this story. I am not an early
riser. But I got up to get his breakfast before he
went to work. Finally he said, ‘‘You know, dear,
I think it would be better if you didn’t get up in
the morning.’’ And I said, ‘‘Oh, I want to get
your breakfast.’’ And he said, ‘‘But wasn’t it
youwho poured the orange juice into the upside
down glass?’’ [laughing] ‘‘Well, that was just an
accident.’’ And he said, ‘‘And how about the
pineapple that didn’t get .’’ He reminded me
about some things that I hadn’t been very alert
for. And he said, ‘‘I can just get some fruit
and milk.’’ He loved milk. ‘‘And when I get
to the office, I can make the coffee there.’’ So
he finally talked me out of getting the breakfast
for him.
Jim Bexfield: One topic we did not address
yet was Clayton’s wearing of a tie. On trips he
would go to dinner in a tie and only after some
good-natured kidding would he remove it.
Wearing ties seemed to be part of his culture.
Do you have any comments on that?
Jerene Thomas: Clayton almost always wore
a tie. He did have strong feelings about colors that
were too bright or unusual patterns. I remember
that I knitted him some sweaters, thinking he
could wear them with a sports shirt and no tie,
but it didn’t work. He was very appreciative
and wore each one over a shirt and tie!
Jim Bexfield:What were Clayton’s hobbies at
home?
Jerene Thomas: Reading. He was not a do-
it-yourselfer. If something needed doing, he
would figure out a way and do it. But he was
very different from my brother, who is a do-it-
yourselfer, and wants to do everything, make
everything. When we were growing up, he
made a complete Monopoly board with little
houses that he cut on the saw. And he loved to
work in the garden. Now Clayton, it took me
three years to convince him to get a gasoline
lawnmower; he was pushing it himself and we
live on a hill. So that kind of thing did not attract
him. The major thing he loved to do—and I will
never forget seeing him, because he always got
up earlier than I did, especially after he decided
he didn’t want me tomake breakfast—was to sit
at the table with a pad of paper and a pen work-
ing on something. He loved to read and he
loved classical music and he liked to play the pi-
ano too, although he didn’t do it as much as he
wanted. He didn’t feel he had that much time,
he said.He always liked to take the kidswherever
they wanted to go—he took Theresa to ballet les-
sons; Ann to clarinet lessons and basketball ses-
sions; Julie to soccer and to her favorite job,
working for a vet; and Bruce to track and nature
studies in the nearby park. At one point we think
he probably had driven 30,000 miles doing all of
that! I don’t think he ever missed anything they
participated in, if he could possibly go, from con-
certs to plays to sports events.
Jim Bexfield: Did Clayton say what his
proudest moments were?
Jerene Thomas: He was very proud of the
award he got (the MORS Vance Wanner Award)
and asked the whole family to attend the pre-
sentation at the Pentagon. I have some plaques
that he got for other awards, too. And he said
that he loved the MORS meetings, because he
said ‘‘there’s a congeniality and closeness of
interest with all these fellows.’’
Jim Bexfield: What were Clayton’s worst or
saddest moments?
Jerene Thomas: I think when he lost his
mother and dad. He was very sad for a long
time. And the kids had a dog named Candy
who became blind. It went out one frigid day
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and stayed out overnight. When we found it the
next day, Clayton sat up all night giving it warm
milk. The little dog didn’t survive, and I still re-
member how sad he was. One of the general
things he was sad about was some of the things
that happened after thewar, when it became obvi-
ous in some situations that all of the fighting that
had gone on with the war—we’re seeing it now
all the time—had not resulted in peaceful under-
standings. He always said, ‘‘If they were only log-
ical!’’ And I said, ‘‘No, they’re emotional.’’ And he
said, ‘‘Well, the emotions should be exchanged for
logic.’’ And I think about ISIS, and I think that
wouldhave been very hard forhim tounderstand.
He sort of felt that somany people had died in the
war with such high standards. And then nothing
happened. It was too bad—the young people.
Jim Bexfield:What was the most fun you had
together with Clayton?
Jerene Thomas: Solving puzzles. The cryp-
tography thing. Staying up dancing all night.
Andwe loved to go to the symphony and ballet.
We loved music together. When he was in the
hospital when he was dying, Sherry took over
a recording of the Messiah and played it in his
hospital room, which I thought was really nice.
I’m not sure whether he heard it or not, but I
hope he did. He was a good guy.
Bob Sheldon: That answers all our questions.
Is there anything else you’d like to add?
Jerene Thomas: I think you both knowClayton
was a fanatic about getting to work. After
the government was closed one day because of
a terrible snow, I mustered all our kids (by this
time in high school) to help him shovel our long
driveway. The kids literally piled the snow six
feet high on both sides of the driveway down
to the road. Only one problem—the county
snow plows didn’t make it on the road next to
our driveway for three more days. He was
a bit upset—so were the kids.
I don’t think there was ever anyone else
like him in the world. There are a lot of really
nice people, and bright people, and so on.
But there was only one Clayton. [laughing]
And he’s mine!
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